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III. — On the Desiccation of the Tanghi-Daria, a branch of th 
Jaxartes. Addressed to Mr. Murchison, President of the 
Royal Geographical Society, by M. N. de Khanikoff. 
Translated by the Editor. 

St. Petersbourg, \§th October, 1844. 

Sir, 
Knowing the interest you take in everything connected with the 
geography of Central Asia, I conceive it my duty to acquaint you 
with a geographical misconception which appears to me to be 
not unworthy the attention of the learned. 

You are aware, sir, that the Baron Meyendorf and Professor 
Eversmann, the travelling companions of Mr. Nigri, our Charge' 
aV Affaires at Bokhara, who first brought to Europe the account 
of the sudden drying up of one of the arms of the Jaxartes, 
known under the name of Tanghi-Daria, surprised to find a 
completely desiccated bed where they expected, from all former 
statements, to have found a considerable stream, and led into 
error by the feigned ignorance of their Khirgiz guide of the 
cause of this phenomenon, too hastily attributed it to the dryness 
of the atmosphere (i.e., to evaporation). But although this fact, 
which has some analogy with the desiccation of the ancient bed 
of the Oxus, produced at the time some sensation among geogra- 
phers, no one, as far as I know, has expressed any doubts as to 
the explanation given of it by Messrs. Meyendorf and Evers- 
mann ; and, like a thing determined and acknowledged, both the 
fact and the explanation have been reproduced in several sub- 
sequent publications, and among others in the description of the 
Steppes of the Khirgiz of M. Levschin, and in the Memoir on 
the Ancient Course of the Oxus, published by M. Jaubert in 
the ' Nouveau Journal Asiatique ' for December, 1833, which is 
so much the more extraordinary as this hypothesis is opposed to 
the truth and cannot bear examination. 

Whoever will take the trouble to consider the subject will 
easily be convinced that the dryness of the atmosphere can have 
contributed to the desiccation of the Tanghi-Daria only by dimi- 
nishing the volume of water of the Sir, and thus sinking its sur- 
face below the bottom of the bed of the Tanghi-Daria at its 
source. Now a rapid glance at the excellent map which accom- 
panies M. Meyendorf 's work will suffice to convince any one 
that the source of the Tanghi-Daria is absolutely the same 
with that of the Kouvan ; hence it is impossible to understand 
how the atmospheric dryness, having desiccated the Tanghi- 
Daria, should have produced no change in the Kouvan, which 
to the present day has not been observed to have undergone any 
alteration. 
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Such were my doubts till the year 1841, when I had an oppor- 
tunity of visiting the dried-up bed of the Tanghi- Daria ; and 
when I discovered that it was an enormous channel with pre- 
cipitous banks, and having a breadth of from 140 to 210 feet, 
with a depth of from 14 to 21, I became convinced of the im- 
possibility of atmospheric action alone having dried up the river ; 
and by questioning the Khirgiz, who have long inhabited this 
part of the Steppe, I have been enabled to clear up the enigma, 
whose solution was not wholly unknown to M. de Meyendorf, but 
which he rejected as appearing to him improbable, though, as 
you will see, it is very simple. 

About the year 1815 the Khokanians learnt that the inhabi- 
tants of the Khanat of Khiva intended to plant colonies on the 
banks of the Tanghi- Daria; and fearing the disagreeable conse- 
quences of the proximity of such unpleasant neighbours, they 
erected a strong dyke at the point where this branch diverges 
from the Sir, by which the Tanghi-Daria, deprived of the 
supply from that river, naturally emptied its waters into the 
Lake Aral, and its bed, deprived of any tribute, very soon 
became completely dry, so that there is nothing astonishing in the 
fact of our travellers of 1820 having found a thick forest of 
saxaul (Anabasis ammodendron) in place of a stream of water. 
At Bokhara the assertion of the Khirgiz was fully confirmed to 
me by the late unfortunate Capt. Conolly, who, in travelling from 
Khiva to Khokand, saw with his own eyes the great dyke above 
mentioned, and examined it in all its details. Finally, sir, I 
have lately had the pleasure of finding in our archives the name 
of the last European traveller who saw the Tanghi-Daria still a 
well-supplied stream : he was the interpreter to the Boundary 
Commission of Orenbourg — Lieut. Abul Nasir Soubankouloff, 
who was sent to Bokhara in 1809. In his Journal we read : — 

" 11th December, 1809 (O.S.). — After having passed a sandy 
steppe, which appears to be 15 verstes in width, we arrived at 
the ruins of a brick-built edifice called Sarli-tam. It is situated 
on the banks of the Tanghi-Daria, which is here 30 sagines 
(210 English feet) wide, and which we crossed on the ice, but 
which in summer is forded at this place. On the two banks of 
this river there grows a great quantity of saxaul and of kamyseh." 

On the 3rd of May, 1810, he again visited the Tanghi-Daria, 
of which he speaks thus : — " At this spot " (he does not specify 
it) " the river is 30 sagines wide and 2 archines (4 feet 8 
inches) deep. Having taken in here our provision of water, 
we passed the night in the Kizil-Kum, in sight of the ruins 
Tchirik Kobat." 

Returning from thence to Bokhara, he started definitively for 
Orenbourg on the 17th of July (O.S.), and again passing the 
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Tanghi-Daria on the 8th of August near the ruins of Sarli-tam, 
remained five days on the borders of the stream to recruit his 
camels after their fatiguing journey across the Kizil-Kum. 

Such, sir, is the very natural explanation of a sufficiently re- 
markable geographical fact, and which I think it right to make 
known, in order to spare future geographers the trouble of 
framing more or less ingenious hypotheses to account for it. 
And as this fact bears some analogy, as I have before observed, 
to the change in the course of the Oxus, perhaps it may induce 
the learned, with regard to this question also, to come back, after 
many surmises, to the simple explanation afforded by the worthy 
Mr. Jenkinson, who said, "The water that serveth all that 
countrey is drawn by ditches out of the river Oxus, unto the 
great destruction of that river, for which cause it falleth not into 
the Caspian Sea, as it has done in times past, and in short time 
all that land is like to be destroyed and to become a wilderness 
for want of water when the river Oxus shal faile."* 

* The passage will be found in Hakluyt, vol. i., p. 367, ed. of 1809. A little before, 
however, Mr. Jenkinson gives a different reason for the Oxus no longer reaching the 
Caspian. The fact is, there is much confusion on this subject, which is one well worthy 
of being thoroughly examined. — Ed. 



